Colonies of honeybees, Apis mellifera, initiate new comb construction only when two conditions are met:
Insect colonies are capable of remarkably swift and well-coordinated shifts in behaviour, mobilizing large labour forces to handle sudden feeding opportunities, defensive emergencies, or other contingencies. At the individual level, these shifts require workers to modify their behaviour appropriately as the task demands change. For this a worker needs accurate and timely information about colony and environmental state. In a large-colony species like the honeybee, the great difference in scale between a worker and the society as a whole can make acquisition of such information a daunting challenge. Bees and other social insects circumvent this problem in part by relying on subtle local cues correlated with global conditions, rather than directly assaying colony or environmental state (Seeley 1995) . A honeybee colony's water collectors, for example, determine their colony's need for water by monitoring the time delays experienced in finding willing receiver bees, and the number of times receivers refuse to accept their loads (Lindauer 1954; Kühnholz & Seeley 1997) . Analysis of other, less well-understood behavioural coordination phenomena should profit from identifying and testing analogous cues.
One such poorly understood phenomenon is a honeybee colony's control of the timing of new comb construction. Honeybees nest in cavities which they fill with sheets of comb whose cells serve both as broodrearing chambers and as storehouses for pollen and honey. The bees' honey hoard fuels thermoregulation and brood rearing in the middle of winter, permitting them to field large foraging forces in late spring and to hasten the creation of reproductive swarms (Seeley & Visscher 1985) . Colonies do not build all their comb at once, but rather add to it in pulses coinciding with periods of nectar intake (Hepburn 1986) . The initiation of these building pulses depends on two conditions being satisfied: (1) the colony is currently collecting nectar and (2) the colony has filled its available comb beyond a threshold level with brood and food (Pratt 1997) . Once building has started, it will continue as long as nectar intake persists, regardless of comb fullness (Pratt 1997) . This strategy appears to enhance fitness by optimizing the trade-off between two costs: (1) the opportunity cost
